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Abstract

This paper starts with a critical approach to reflect on the current practice of quality assessment and assurance in higher education. This is followed by a proposal that in response to the global challenges for improving the quality of higher education, universities should take active actions of change by improving the quality of teaching and learning. From a constructivist perspective of understanding education and learning, this paper also discusses why and how universities should give more weight to learning and change the traditional role of teaching to an innovative approach of facilitation. This transformation involves a broad scale of change at individual level, organizational level, and societal level. In this change process in higher education, staff development remains one of the key elements for university innovation and at the same time demands a systematic and holistic approach. 
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1. Introduction

The process of globalisation has brought about changes in various aspects of universities and ways of examining the quality of higher education. Higher education development in recent decades witnessed a transformation of focus from teaching to learning [1]. Taking a theoretical departure of constructivism approach to education and learning, this paper proposes an approach of understanding and improving quality of higher education by locating teaching and learning in the core position. This approach is in echo with the increasing attention and encouragement to staff development due to its essential role in the current organizational development strategies in higher education [2][3][4]. Based on a critical reflection on the current practice of quality assessment and assurance in higher education, and a review of the international experiences of staff development as a key strategy for university innovation, this paper argues that it is essential to have a systematic and holistic approach, which focuses on staff development for improving university teaching and learning as a response to the challenges facing quality of higher education. 


2. Quality of higher education – a missing focus on teaching and learning

Recent decades witnessed an increasing growth of public concern with the quality of higher education. This has been mainly due to the reasons of expansion (increased students and institutions), diversification (diversity in student body, programmes, institutions) and funding cuts in higher education in many countries since the 1980s [5][6][7]. Worldwide, quality assurance, a terminology derived from manufacturing, service industry and health care [8], has drawn significant attention to the academic discussions on higher education development.  Also developed were a growing number of national quality agencies which employ various approaches and instruments to assess the quality of higher education institutions. 

The concept of quality of higher education is a contested one on which different views are taken depending on stakeholders. A list of diverse perceptions on quality can be summarized based on a review of relevant works [5][9][10]: 1) quality as exceptional, i.e. as providing a product or service that is distinctive and special, and which confers status on the owner or user; 2) quality as perfection or consistency: conformance to specification or standards; 3) quality as fitness for purpose; 4) quality as meeting costumers’ stated or implied needs; 5) quality as value for money; 6) quality as transformation: an ongoing process of transformation of the students (value-added and empowerment).  In a summary of an overview in the western world, Barnett [11] identified four prevailing concepts underlying contemporary approaches to, and definition of, quality of higher education: 1) higher education as the production of qualified manpower; 2) higher education as a training for a research career; 3) higher education as the efficient management of teaching provision; 4) higher education as a matter of extending life chances. Similarly, base on their studies on quality assessment practice in different countries, Brennan and Shah [6] identified four major dimensions for the current practice of assessing the quality of higher education: the value of employment focus, the academic, the managerial, and the pedagogic. 

Not only the concept of quality assurance in higher education is inspired from industry, but also the language and tools of industry-born quality models are imported to higher education [12], for example, audit, accreditation, benchmarking. Although in practice audit, accreditation, evaluation/assessment can be seen as different approaches that are adopted for quality assurance in different social cultural contexts, van Vught and Westerheijden [13][14] found there are common elements among them and offered a general model for quality assurance: 1) a national coordinating body, 2) institutional self-evaluation, 3) external evaluation by academic peers and 4) published reports.

In general what these conceptions and approaches share in common is to regard higher education as a total system, in which students enter as inputs, are processed, and emerge as outputs, while the learning experience of students is neglected, and limited insight into the educational processes is offered, which are at the heart of higher education enterprise [11]. As analysed by Barnett, these approaches to quality and the practice of quality assurance are dominated by the inputs/outputs methodology, where the viewpoint of the outsider and the extrinsic justification are highly favoured; while the process, the viewpoint of the insider and the intrinsic justification remain under-presented. From this point of view, little can be learned concerning how the educational processes can be improved, and limited functional role they play in quality assurance and improvement.

Following these concerns, a growing body of scholars argues for more attention to improving the quality of teaching and learning in higher education [1]. Barnett [15] argued that an educational process can be termed higher education when the student is carried on to levels of reasoning which make possible critical reflection on his or her experiences, whether consisting of propositional knowledge or of knowledge  through action. These levels of reasoning are ‘higher’, because they enable the student to take a view (from above, as it were) of what has been learned. Simply, ‘higher education’ resides in the higher-order state of mind.” So the arrangements in higher education and their effect on the minds of students are central to quality of higher education.  In addition to the ‘outside’ approaches to quality, it is necessary go one step further – to see what is inside the black box of higher education, how it operates, and what can be done to improve.

3. Change of educational focus in higher education – from teaching to learning

Universities are facing the challenge of transformation due to their changing roles in the globalized society. In the postmodern society, knowledge can no longer be regarded simply as ‘truth’, and the university is no longer the only institution for knowledge production. While the process of knowledge creation and dissemination is getting independent of educational institutions, the common understanding of didacticism is being questioned [16].  Consequently, these fundamental changes lead to an increasing diversity where different forms of learning are defined in broader sphere of society and learning, instead of teaching, has become the focus of attention in Higher Education. Thus universities are in the search of broader approaches of theories that favour student-centred learning. 

Used to being the key institution in the production and reproduction of high powered and formalized knowledge and high level expertise for the modern society [16], higher education (universities), are undergoing diverse changes in order to provide sufficient learning opportunities. Among all the changes, the shift of the core of education from teaching to learning stands out as one of the significances. In practice, a drive to student-centred learning arrives: more weight is being placed on the process of learning knowledge than on teaching and conveying it [16][17][18].

Under these circumstances, it is difficult to discuss quality of higher education without addressing teaching and learning. What kinds of competences are required for good teaching and what kinds of criteria are needed to evaluate the quality of teaching and learning are directly linked with the assumption of effective learning. There are various approaches exploring theories of learning in terms of what learning is and how it happens, which leads to diverse beliefs and definitions on learning. Different from behaviourist and cognitivist approaches of focusing on the examination of how individuals learn by memorizing the ‘right’ answers and repeating someone else’s meaning, constructivist and social cultural theorists are devoted to examining the social dimension or context for learning, where learners construct their own understanding and meaning of the world they live in. Representing a constructivist approach, Rogers [19] summarizes four shared focuses in the contemporary adult learning theories: 1) focus on who is doing the learning; 2) focus on the context; 3) focus on the kind of learning task being undertaken; 4) focus on the processes involved. 

In relation to the discussion about quality of education, this summary provides a tool for understanding and planning a transformation to innovation for university teaching and learning.  Based on a review of how universities manage their change process towards innovation, a list of questions in the following aspects can help reflect on what differs between traditional teaching centred environment and innovative learning centred environment. 1) Educational context: what are the prevailing societal, cultural, and institutional value for teaching and learning? What are the educational systems facilitating student centered learning as well as involved facilities? 2) Contents: who and to what extent define the teaching and learning contents? Educational policy maker? Planer? Manager? Teaching staff? And students? 3) Methods: what are the employed teaching and learning methods? Lectures, project work? Team work? Real life problem solving? Assessment methods? 

University teaching and learning in the globalized society involves a complex system covering more issues than the above listed aspects. This also increases the complexity of defining quality assessment methods for examining university teaching and learning due to the differences in learning environments, qualification requirements, institutional as well as societal and cultural contexts, and most importantly, who are the teaching staff and who are the students. 

What are the quality criteria for good university teaching in a student centred environment and an innovative university? There are no unambiguous answers to this; however, the question itself is drawing growing attention to scholars. In line with the above discussed approach of understanding learning and education, Brook [20] provided a list of guiding principles of becoming constructivist teachers at higher education: 1) Posing problems of emerging relevance to students, 2) Structuring learning around primary concepts, 3) Seeking and valuing students’ points of view, 4) Adapting curriculum to address students’ suppositions, 5) Assessing student learning in the context of teaching. Savin-Baden [21], in her works on Problem Based Learning approach to student centered learning, proposed university teachers should be those who 1) are aware of how they teach, why they teach that way and who has examined how their teaching is perceived by students, and who 2) make efforts to equip the students to take up the challenge of taking control of their own learning. From this perspective, teaching activities in a student-centred learning environment are playing a different role from the traditional lecture centred environment. 

The transformation of the role of teaching also brings in an increase of the vocabulary. Terminology of teaching at universities involves much more than lecturing, for example, coaching, guiding, mentoring, advising, tutoring and facilitating. All these concepts have their special context and origin developed together with the development of the cultural practice. In this paper, the word facilitation is chosen as it is this concept that is often related to the role of teaching in innovative learning environments.  It suggests openness towards the student and contains a more balanced power relationship between teacher and student. It signals open space even though there is still the task of guiding, advising, instructing the students to tolerate insecurity and guiding them in start-up and closing processes, etc. 

The role teaching as facilitation involves a complex system including a deep theoretical understanding of higher education as well as university teaching and learning, and skills of facilitating student centered learning in micro level educational practices. This complexity brings about challenges to teaching staff at universities since they are not only researchers, but also need to be able to organise students’ learning processes, they are not only master of knowledge in their subject fields, but also learners in the process of facilitating a student centred learning environment where they explore and create new knowledge together with students. 

It remains a challenge to reach an agreement on a criteria for good facilitation due to the impact by both the learners and the learning contexts, which makes it difficult to define what is ‘good’ or ‘better’ than others. It is important to explore the teaching staff’s particular personal and pedagogical stances in the nature and process of facilitation than to merely generalize the behavior and outcomes of facilitators [21]. Therefore, improving the quality of teaching by enhancing facilitation competence for teaching staff demands not only awareness, knowledge, skills, strategies, but also engagement and personal as well as professional development process. 

4.  Staff development for improving quality of higher education 

Staff development, also addressed as faculty development, can be referred to different professional development activities for university academic staff. In practice, the focus is normally on pedagogy development for improving university teaching and learning. In this paper, these terms are used without distinguishment despite their actual differences in different social, cultural and institutional contexts.   

Staff development became an issue in higher education institutions due to the increasing attention on quality. From an organizational perspective, the quality of the staff is central to their effectiveness, especially in those people-centered organizations [3]. This in particular goes for universities. The past decades witnessed a growing recognition of both the importance of staff development to the quality agenda, and to broader organizational needs for a flexible, learning culture. Since 1970s units or centers with the general aim of improving learning and teaching have been established in most higher education institutions in North America, Europe and Australasia [22]. This increase of attention can be particularly observed since 1990s, when the professionalization of staff development with the establishment of a community [23] – the International Consortium for Educational Development (ICED) was established in 1993, as well as its journal The International Journal of Academic Development. In 1994, a World Bank paper proposed that that ‘a high quality and well-motivated teaching staff and a supportive professional culture are essential in building excellence’ [24]. This is followed by the Dearing Report of UK had a clear recommendation of staff training, and related this training to the accreditation of programmes (Recommendation 13) [25]. 

This trend led a significant number of staff development activities in many countries, for example Norway, Denmark, U.K., Germany, U.S., Canada, Australia, India, etc. Forms of these activities range from reading literature, inviting experts for short term courses, seminars and workshops to long term pedagogical programs such as part-time Master Degree programs, online study, stay abroad, etc. 

During the 1990s staff development programs featured high on the European agenda. In the Nordic countries a number of staff development centers have been established. Experience has shown that it is difficult to motivate senior university teachers, who are rather occupied with research work in their technical fields and therefore have little time to participate in longer-lasting pedagogical development courses [26]. Obligatory participation in pedagogical training is more easily effected for newly employed staff due to a formal requirement of individual pedagogical qualifications. In the Netherlands, Belgium, UK and Germany, staff development came on the agenda as an integrated part of academic development. Training activities for improving pedagogical skills are offered to assistant professors at many universities in Northern Europe. In the U.S., staff development also remains a task full of challenges. It has been a strenuous task to invite professors to participate in training activities to improve teaching skills, partly due to their distrust of the effectiveness of the training, partly due to lack of time and motivation [27][28]. 

There is a lack of documentation of the effectiveness of staff development in general. One study has, however, shown that the long-term impact of staff development activities depends on contextual aspects, including the extent to which the staff development is integrated into the work setting of the participants [29]. Drawn from experiences but limited literature,   major challenges and issues can be observed as following: 1) lack of institutionalized support due to the general priority to research work of academic staff as focus of evaluation at many universities, and a general lack of resources in higher education; 2) lack of motivation and interest from participants due to the traditional lectured based methodology; 3) lack of overall conceptual framework and relevant research for evaluation; 4) lack of experienced and skilled educational developer working as facilitators in these activities. 

Based on these experiences, it is essential for the future staff development activities to take into consideration of the following principles: 1) involvement of the participation of staff at all levels in professional development activities within the institution as well as lifelong learning activities in general; 2) involvement of a systematic approach methodologically which include philosophical, conceptual reflection on education and learning as well as multiple and flexible mechanism for its delivery in the contextualized environment. As recommended by Fielden [3], the focus of staff development activities is not only focused on the competence of staff, but also on the commitment to the organization’s goals as well as the promotion of a capacity to change.

5. Conclusion 

For the improvement of quality of HE, further transformation and reforms are needed for universities. Staff development remains a key strategy for the improvement of teaching and learning, and for the overall improvement of quality of higher education. To summarize, educational developments at universities involve changes at three integrated levels: 1) individual level, with sufficient opportunities for professional and personal development for teaching staff; 2) system level, with well-established institutional structure to support systematic, holistic and sustainable staff development activities; 3) societal culture level, with a general cultural value encouraging new ways of understanding teaching and learning as well as the function of university, and with supportive national policies promoting innovation for university teaching and learning for the improvement of higher education quality. 
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